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Snow avalanches can effect 21km of the Milford Road 
and sections of various Fiordland National Park Tracks, 
particularly the Milford and Routeburn. 

The men building the Homer Tunnel were brought face 
to face with the avalance problem. Workers were killed 
and bridge structures, road works and reinforced 
tunnel portals, were destroyed by avalanches. 

The keen observer can see the evidence of avalanche 
destruction in sections of beech forest which have 
been flattened. Some of these trees were 300 years old 
when they were knocked down by an avalanche. 

The near vertical glacier carved walls, seen from the 
road, are below the major starting zones for 
avalanches. The air blast associated with avalanches 
plunging over these cliffs can create winds exceeding 
200km/hr — vehicles have been destroyed by this air 
blast. 

The avalanches in Fiordland are as large as those 
occurring anywhere in the world where men have 
established a presence. 


Basic first aid principles apply to any avalanche victim. 
Priorities are: 

Breathing (artificial respiration or C.P.R. as 

necessary) 

Bleeding 

Hypothermia/Frostbite 

Mechanical Injuries 

Evacuate to medical aid 


This pamphlet contains only the most basic information 
about avalanches and how they could affect your trip. 
Remember — the main purpose of the pamphlet is to 
help you enjoy your Fiordland holiday safely. 


1. Fiordland National Park Te Anau Ph: 7521 


2. N.Z. Mountain Safety Council 
C/o Department of Internal Affairs 


Private Bag, Wellington Ph: 726-556. 


1. Men of Milford. Harold J. Anderson. Second 
Edition Craig Publishing Co. Ltd, Invercargill. 
(Due to be released late 1985 or early 1986) 


2. Avalanche Handbook. Ronald |. Perla and M. 
Martinelli, Jr U.S. Dept of Agriculture Forest 
Service. Nov. 1978 


3. Avalanche Safety for Skiers & Climbers — 
T. Daffern. 
Rocky Mountain Books. 1983. 


4. Avalanche Atlas of the Milford Road and an 
assessment of the hazard to traffic. B.B. 
Fitzharris & |.F. Owens. 1980. 

N.Z. Mountain Safety Council. 


5. Snow avalanches: a review with special 
reference to New Zealand. |.F. Owens & C.L. 
O'Loughlin (eds). 1979. 

N.Z. Mountain Safety Council. 


Prepared by Ministry of Works & Development, 
Invercargill, 
for National Roads Board. 
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Basic Avalanche Information 


An avalanche is a mass of snow falling down a 

mountain. Avalanches can vary in size from small 

(which may seem insignificant), to devastating 
massive avalanches, that are among the most 
powerful forces of nature. Snow avalanches are 
complex natural phenomena and it is difficult to 
predict with absolute certainty when ede will 
come down. 
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Avaiancne Control © 


The Ministry of Works and Development and 
Fiordland National Park, have established an 
avalanche programme on the road and 
tracks. Avalanche forecasting and control 
(both active and passive) are being refined. 
This ensures the road is open as much as 
possible but only during safe times. 


Passive Control means closing the road 
when necessary, to allow the avalanches to 
run, and slopes to stabilize. A key to keeping 
the closure as short as possible is a good 
avalanche forecast. 

This forecast is compiled from information 
which includes existing snowpack conditions, 
current weather observations (from road level 
and remote weather stations, which trans- 
mit data from the mountain top) and the 
weather forecast. Local knowledge of 
avalanche activity, often built up over 

many years, Is also an important part of 

a good forecast. 


Active Avalanche Control involves 
the use of explosives to release 
avalanches before they occur 
naturally. Short road closures 
allow this work to be done 

when there Is no danger to 

human life and property. 
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Avalanche Awareness 


The road to Milford is a monument to the indomitable 
men who built it. It passes through truly spectacular 
and yet forbidding country and each year, since its 
completion in1953, visitors have come from all over 
the world to enjoy this magnificent mountain scenery. 
While not wishing to detract from this it is important for 
motorists and trampers using the road to be aware of 
potential hazards from avalanches. Your knowledge of 
the possible dangers, coupled with careful preparation 
and a sensible attitude, may save your life and enable 
you to help others. Always remember — if you decide 
to take risks and get into trouble you also 

endanger those who will be called on to rescue you. 


Awareness is the key to safety and an enjoyable trip. 


Before setting out on 
- your trip 


Avalanches usually affect the road between June and 
November but they have been reported at other times 
of the year. Always be prepared. The weather in Te 
Anau and Milford is often no indication of conditions 
near the Homer Tunnel. Driving conditions may vary as 
the road passes through farmland, beech forest, and 
alpine terrain, to ocean. These geographical changes 
are one of the great attractions of the Milford Road. 


— Make sure you have chains which fit your vehicle 
tyres. 


— Carry warm clothing and good shoes, or boots, 
for walking in cold rain and snow. 


— Be aware of weather conditions and the forecast. 


_ Check current information. 
1. Fiordland National Park 
Je Anau Ph: 7521 


2. Tourist Hotel Corporation 
Milford Ph: 6 


3. Radio 
4ZF 612 KHZ 


On the road 


— Follow normal winter driving precautions. 
— Donottravel faster than is safe in the conditions. 


—  Donotuse your brakes if you start to slide, 
change to a lower gear to decrease speed. 


— Take heed of ‘no stopping’ signs in avalanche 
areas. 


— Put chains on where signs indicate. Beyond this 
sign road conditions are dangerous for vehicles 
without chains. 


— There is asafe stopping zone near the east portal 
of the tunnel. This is an excellent location for 
photographs. 


— The tunnel is open for 2-way traffic at all times. 


Avalanche Hazard 


Most avalanche activity is during, or immediately after, 
a storm. At times of high hazard the road is closed from 
Hollyford Junction to The Chasm (see map). Trampers 
should be aware of when hazard exists on the tracks. 
At all times motorists should keep moving in sections of 
the highway signposted. 
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STOPPING 
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Failure to obey these signs is a violation of the Traffic 
Regulations 1976. The signs are for your safety. Traffic 
stopped in avalanche terrain is obviously much more 
likely to be caught in an avalanche than moving traffic. 
Do not attempt to drive through an avalanche no 
matter how small. Turn around and advise other traffic 
not to continue. Proceed to a safe area and wait for 
MWD road crews to assess the situation. 


Avalanche Emergency 


Every emergency situation is unique. It is important to 
remain calm so you can make decisions to help 
yourself and others. 


Avalanche emergencies usually fall into two categories: 

1. You are first on the scene and suspect someone is 

caught. 

— Remain calm 

— Minimise further danger to yourself. Someone 
should watch the slopes for further avalanches 
which may endanger you, while you search. 
Have an escape route planned. 

— If you decide to search look carefully for 
evidence, shout and listen. After half an hour 
anyone caught has very little chance of survival. 
You may be the victims best chance. 

— If possible record location, articles found, time, 
number of people involved, and where you last 
saw them. 

— If the situation allows, some of your party may go 
for help while the search continues. 


2. You are caught in an avalanche. 
A. — In your vehicle. 

— Remain calm. 

— Turn off engine, no smoking. 

— If you can dig yourself out it may be safest to stay 

with your vehicle, rather than attempt to walk out. 

B. On foot. 

— Remain calm. 

— Discard any equipment. 

— Attempt to swim with the moving avalanche. 

— As you slow down try to get a hand above 

surface. 

— Try to keep one hand near your face and keep 

mouth closed. 

— When stopped try to shout but do not waste 

breath. 
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